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Georgia Southern student research shows Georgia doing well in 
stopping spread of COVID-19 but is still home to 4 of the nation’s 
10 highest counties for mortality rate 
June 11, 2020 
Graduate students in the Jiann-Ping Hsu College of Public Health at Georgia Southern University analyzed 
mortality data to reveal that southwest Georgia is dealing with deaths from COVID-19 at a rate higher than 
most other counties in the country. 
The students found that the mortality rate of 305 per 100,000 residents (as of May 28, 2020) for Terrell 
County in southwestern Georgia, is 50% higher than that of New York state’s Nassau County, the documented 
highest rate in New York. The three other Georgia counties that are highest in terms of mortality rate are 
Hancock, Early and Dougherty counties. Three out of these four are in southwest Georgia, around the Albany 
area. That accounts for almost half of the 10 counties in the United States with the highest mortality rate, 
which is defined as a measure of the frequency of occurrence of death among a defined population. 
 
The above graphic shows the COVID-19 mortality rate in Georgia, with higher concentrations outside of 
Atlanta and in southwest Georgia. Public Health Professor Jian Zhang says “Georgia is doing pretty well to stop 
the spread of the virus….”  
However, it’s interesting to note that none of Georgia counties reached the top 20 in terms of incidence and 
the death numbers per 100 confirmed Covid-19 cases, said professor Jian Zhang, MD, DrPH, a veteran medical 
epidemiologist. “Georgia is doing pretty well to stop the spread of the virus, and hospitals in Georgia are doing 
well to save hospitalized COVID-19 patients. The high mortality rate, in this case, may be deeply rooted in the 
historical burden of poverty in Georgia,” he said. 
The findings are part of a service-learning project Zhang led. A six-student group formed the surveillance team 
that began running a real-time COVID-19 numbers in his Public Health Surveillance class. 
Across the globe, the virus spreads at a faster rate in high density cities, such as New York City, Detroit, 
Chicago, Boston, and New Orleans, than in sparely populated areas, even after adjustment for population size, 
the students said. 
“Not surprisingly, the national news outlets are very focused on the situation in places like New York with very 
large absolute numbers of cases, while in Georgia we are seeing a very different pattern of case incidence,” 
said Erica Ledel, a Master of Public Health (MPH) student in Biostatistics in the Jiann-Ping Hsu College of Public 
Health (JPHCOPH). “In Georgia, unlike in most other states, the majority of cases are outside of and far away 
from the few major population centers, we are going to see two distinct tales of COVID-19,” said Ledel, who is 
leading the statistics efforts of the surveillance team. 
A laundry list of factors makes Georgia more vulnerable than other states to COVID-19, such as having the 
busiest airport in the world and the baseline health of its residents, the student researchers said. 
“Certain parts of Georgia are forging historical paths on how tragic COVID-19 has been,” said Kira Bell, an MPH 
student in epidemiology with the surveillance team. “From our chronic disease epidemiology class, we know 
that Georgia as a whole is a part of the stroke belt, a region spanning across the South with the risk of stroke 
34% higher than the national average and other well-documented underline conditions associated with 
increased mortality from COVID-19, such as diabetes, heart disease, hypertension, obesity and asthma, are 
also prevalent.” 
Looking at it from a socioeconomic perspective, the students noted that “poverty rates are especially high in 
the rural counties of south Georgia,” said Joana Tome, another epidemiology student of the surveillance team. 
“Poverty makes residents living in these impoverished areas less likely to be tested, and more likely to do 
essential work with a high risk of contracting and dying from the virus.” 
The real-time COVID -19 surveillance system was designed to assess disease burden in Georgia relative to 
other parts of the country. Since February 17, 2020, the day the first case was confirmed in Georgia, the 
Georgia Department of Public Health has posted updates of COVID-19 confirmed cases by county twice a day. 
Led by Dr. Zhang, the students are aggregating data from multiple credible sources, including interactive 
repository of data on coronavirus cases and deaths in the New York Times, Urban-Rural Classification Scheme 
data from the National Center for Health Statistics, and county-specific sociodemographic data from the 
United States Census Bureau. The goal of this effort is to give horizontal context for policy-makers and the 
general public to assess the severity of Covid-19 in Georgia on top of the vertical context from daily updates by 
the Georgia Department of Public Health. 
“This (real-time surveillance) experience has provided a very practical application to use and hone the skills I 
have gathered throughout my education. Being able to work through this event with our service learning has 
provided a lot of insight that I would have missed out on without a real-world experience,” said Anaje Smith, 
MPH student in epidemiology with a background in biology. 
Additional members of this multidisciplinary surveillance team are  epidemiology student Julian Kyles and 
Sonam Sherpa, a student majoring in community health. 
“There is no moment in recent memory more critical than now to bolster health care service in rural areas, 
particularly, in the Deep South,” said Stuart Tedders, dean of the JPHCOPH, who also serves as the secretary of 
the State Office of Rural Health Advisory Board. “I am very pleased that our students promptly translated what 
they are learning in textbooks into public health practices. This is just another example of demonstrating the 
seamless transitions between classrooms and the real world taking placing in our college every day.” 
Georgia Southern University, a public Carnegie Doctoral/R2 institution founded in 1906, offers 141 degree 
programs serving more than 26,000 students through nine colleges on three campuses in Statesboro, 
Savannah, Hinesville and online instruction. A leader in higher education in southeast Georgia, the University 
provides a diverse student population with expert faculty, world-class scholarship and hands-on learning 
opportunities. Georgia Southern creates lifelong learners who serve as responsible scholars, leaders and 
stewards in their communities. Visit GeorgiaSouthern.edu. 




Graduate earns diploma, regional award for innovation as media 
specialist 
June 11, 2020 
Two weeks before participating in Georgia Southern 
University’s virtual graduation in May to earn an Ed.S. in 
instructional technology from the College of Education, Dixie 
Shoemaker became the recipient of the 2020 East Georgia 
Regional Library Media Specialist of the Year award from the 
Georgia Library Media Association (GLMA). The honor 
recognizes K-12 library media specialists whose instructional 
collaborations foster student engagement and achievement 
through innovative programs.  
“I was honored and humbled that so people would take the 
time to nominate me,” said Shoemaker.  
Shoemaker is entering her sixth year as the media specialist at 
Copeland Elementary School in Augusta, Georgia. Prior to that, 
she served as an elementary classroom teacher for nine years. 
“As a classroom teacher, I found myself being the one that always jumped on the newest technology and 
would help others learn how to use it,” she said. “I loved my kids, and I still wanted to be with them, so I did 
extensive research on what jobs I might want to do with technology. Once I figured out I wanted to work as a 
library media specialist, I did additional research to find what schools offered this program, looking at their 
reviews, flexibility and affordability.” 
As such, she landed at Georgia Southern in 2013, where she completed a master’s in instructional technology 
in 2015. Shoemaker secured her current job before completing her degree. 
“I love my job,” she said. “I get to use my job and experience to help even more people than before. I tell my 
students I have 615 kids because they are all my kids. I get to help them all.” 
To expand her abilities even further, Shoemaker enrolled in the University’s Ed.S. in instructional technology 
program in 2018.  
“I must have lost my mind to go back to school with a one year old,” she said. “But I couldn’t help it. I am a 
lifelong learner, and this degree makes me more useful.” 
In light of the current distance learning situation around the nation, Shoemaker said the timing of her 
specialist degree could not have been better. 
“This degree did two things for me,” she said. “It solidified my knowledge about how to teach both teachers 
and students to be 21st-century learners. It also prepared me to easily transition my school over to distance 
learning and provide a marriage, so to speak, of technology and education.” 
When COVID-19 hit, Shoemaker was ready. 
“Not one of my teachers complained,” she said. “They were willing to learn and we worked together.”  
To help keep in touch with the students Shoemaker created her own daily show, offering support to teachers 
and students with information on resources available to them while away from the school.  
Right now Shoemaker is focused on the present but sees many paths for the future. 
“I love exploration,” she said. “So who knows (what’s next), but right now I am happy. There is so much more I 
want to do for my students and teachers right where I am.” 
Georgia Southern University, a public Carnegie Doctoral/R2 institution founded in 1906, offers 141 degree 
programs serving more than 26,000 students through nine colleges on three campuses in Statesboro, 
Savannah, Hinesville and online instruction. A leader in higher education in southeast Georgia, the University 
provides a diverse student population with expert faculty, world-class scholarship and hands-on learning 
opportunities. Georgia Southern creates lifelong learners who serve as responsible scholars, leaders and 






Communication Arts faculty coauthors new text for broadcast 
students 
June 11, 2020 
Reed Smith, Ph.D., professor of multimedia film and 
production, coauthored the fifth edition of Broadcast 
Announcing Worktext, released by Taylor & Francis Group, to 
help students enhance their skill sets in broadcast. 
Broadcast Announcing Worktext uses practical experience, 
traditional teaching methods and principles of good 
performance to introduce key concepts that are developed 
through sample scripts and hands-on exercises. The book 
features updates in audio performance, social media and 
international media performance. 
“I thought it was important to contribute to the content of 
this text to help it fulfill the needs I believe are critical for 
students’ courses,” said Smith. “Now that the internet and 
multinational media ownership have made all communication 
messages available around the globe and to diverse 
audiences, it is imperative that students understand the 
worldwide impact what they produce can have.” 
Smith teaches audio for journalists, sports broadcasting, 
announcing, history of mass communication and media ethics within the Department of Communication Arts. 
He has experience in news reporting and video production, and participates in a variety of broadcast projects, 
which allow him to work closely with students and stay connected to the world of broadcast. 
“There are many more opportunities for students to use their voices in communicating,” said Smith. 
“Therefore, it is critical that I continually upgrade my own knowledge, so I can properly prepare students for 
these developing applications.” 
Smith’s newest additions to the text include information on producing podcasts and women in sports, with 
exercises to improve announcing skills, a rubric to evaluate skills and sample syllabi for announcing courses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
